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Recent Work in Proctology.
IT is only within the last few years that the surgery of the

rectum has reached the dignity of a special department of
medical science, and even at the present time many in this

country would be unwilling to acknowledge the need for any
such specialism. Yet it must be confessed that a knowledge
of the diseases of this portion of the body has lagged behind
somewhat in the general advance of -medicine and surgery,
a fact which justifies methods of organisation for the making
of special researches. It is only in America, however,
that a special society has been formed for the study of

proctology, and the eleventh annual meeting of the American
Proctologic Society was held in June last at Atlantic City,
New Jersey. We have before us a report of the proceed-
ings at the meeting and the contents are sufficient to

demonstrate to the most sceptical that much is being
learned about the maladies and the surgery of the

rectum. One of the more important of the many I
useful and interesting papers was on the use of 
spinal anaesthesia in rectal surgery by Dr. COLLIER J.

MARTIN. He reported a series of 87 cases in which he

had employed it ; in the majority of these the reason for

using this method of anaesthesia was the presence of

pulmonary tuberculosis, and the cases treated were nearly
all fistulas or hmmorrhoids. There were two cases of rectal

carcinoma removed by the perineal route, and the remaining
operations were comparatively trivial. Dr. MARTIN claimed

that under spinal anaesthesia the local condition is perfect
for the performance of rectal operations, for the sphincters
are completely relaxed, there is an entire absence of

muscular spasm, and especially there is no venous engorge-
ment which is so commonly seen in patients under ether

anaesthesia; as a result of this the haemorrhage is more

easily controlled. Spinal anaesthesia is certainly well suited
for rectal work, but the method is not yet perfect. In the

first place, it is not desirable in cases where the hips
have to be raised above the level of the rest of

the body, for there is no small risk that the injected
fluid may travel upwards towards the cervical region
and the medulla, and so give rise to dangerous sym-
ptoms. The after-effects also are not negligible, for

in 18 cases headache followed the operation, coming
on from one to three days after, but in only three

of the cases was the headache really severe, lasting more
than a day or two. A few of the patients complained of

some stiffness of the back of the neck and shoulders, and

in one case a temporary oculo-motor paralysis developed,
though it recovered under treatment. There is much to

be said in favour of spinal anaesthesia for operations on
the rectum, but the present method of using it is so often

followed by headache that most surgeons not unnaturally
hesitate to employ it except in cases unsuitable for the

administration of a general anxsthetic.
The question of the treatment of pruritus ani is sure to 

’

find a place in any series of papers on the surgery of the
rectum, and at this annual meeting several papers were read

dealing with this subject. While many of the cases

are amenable to simple local or dietetic treatment,
there remain some which refuse to respon to any of

the ordinary methods, and these are the cases which have
taxed the resources of the surgeon. On the whole, the

method of treatment for the more intractable cases which is

now most widely employed is that devised by Sir CHARLES

BALL; it consists in making elliptical incisions round the
anus and then raising the flaps of skin so marked out and

replacing them. In this way all the cutaneous nerves
. 

of the part are severed, and the irritation ceases at once.
Dr. Louis J. KROUSE of Cincinnati reported a case in which
BALL’S operation had been performed for pruritus ani and
the flap of skin sloughed, and he pointed out that the

elliptical incision cut off the greater part of the circula-
tion of the skin of the part, and was not essential

for the success of the operation. Dr. KROUSE has devised

a modification of the method which is, he thinks,

equally effective and not liable to be followed by
sloughing. The operation is performed by making six or

eight incisions radiating from the anus. The skin lying
between these radial incisions is then undercut until the

whole of the circumanal skin is undermined. After all the

flaps are loosened, except at their extremities, they are re-

placed and sutured. The method may be a valuable modi-

fication of Sir CHARLES BALL’S operation, and it deserves an
extended trial. The original method has been very effec-
tive in the treatment of the more intractable cases of

pruritus ani, and though sloughing of the flaps is a very
rare sequela of it, any modification which will prevent the

possibility of this result will be a definite improvement.
There was one other paper which needs mention-on

cascostomy. The value of an opening into the appendix
by which the large intestine can be irrigated in

cases of colitis is more recognised in America than

in this country, though even here there are a few who

perform the operation. Dr. S. G. GANT of New York

prefers to open the caecum instead of the appendix, as a

caecostomy allows the surgeon to irrigate either the small

or the large intestine at will; moreover, the appendix is in

many cases unsuitable for irrigating purposes as it is often

too short or too narrow, or fixed by adhesions ; it tends

sometimes to slip back into the abdomen and its lumen

readily becomes closed unless kept open by the regular
introduction of a catheter. Dr. GANT’S suggestive paper
will probably lead to trial of his methods and in this way
we may obtain a series of comparative results which will help
the surgeon in his choice of procedure in particular cases.

The Elusive Ether.
CHEMISTS may well be jealous of the progress which

physicists are making in their attempts to unveil the

mysteries of the ether. Not many years ago no less a

distinguished chemist than MENDELEEFF sought to claim

the ether as a definite chemical entity, placing it with the
other elements in his periodic classification, and regarding
it as the lightest ultimate gas endowed with a high pene-
trating power. The latest word from the physicist on the sub-
ject is contained in Sir J. J. THOMSON’S Presidential Address
to the British Association for the Advancement of Science at

Winnipeg last week, an abstract of which we print in

another column in our present issue. Coming from such an
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indisputable authority, a worker in the domain of physics who
has done so much to make our glimpse into the nature
of things more penetrating, every word must be received
with attention. At first sight it seems startling to be

told that far from the ether being a fantastic creation of
the speculative philosopher, it is as essential to us as the air
we breathe. When, however, we remember that on this

earth we are not living on our own resources, that we are

dependent from minute to minute upon what we are getting
from the sun, and that the gifts of the sun are conveyed to
us by the ether, all scepticism on the point of the necessity
of its existence, whatever it may ultimately prove to be,
must vanish. It is instructive to consider carefully this vast
and vital function of the ether, for however hazy our

ideas may be as to the real nature of the ether, it is good
and certain information about it that it is a channel or

agency by means of which energy can be transmitted.

Without doubt, were it not for this vehicle the friendly
forces of the sun would be lost to us, and with this loss

springtime and harvest would disappear, and those great
storehouses of energy-fuel, water-power, and food-out of
which the whole work of the world is done, and on which
alone it can go on, would fail us. In short, the physicist
tells us that without ether there cannot be life, and

if that be true he does not overstate the case when he says
that ether is as essential to us as is the air we breathe.

What, then, is this ether which is so vital to our interests ? 
We find Sir J. J. THOMSON himself asking, Is the ether

dense or rare? Has it a structure ? Is it at rest or in motion ? 

The answers may be speculative but they are well reasoned.
He put the case of light falling upon a body and being
absorbed by it. If the body is free to move it is set in

motion by the light and is, in fact, pushed forward in the
direction in which light is travelling. The body gains
momentum and something has lost it, which is the wave of

light falling upon it, and hence there must have been

momentum in the wave in the direction in which it

travelled. Momentum implies mass in motion, and the con-
clusion is that in the ether through which the wave is
moving there is a mass moving with the velocity of light.
Calculations based on the pressure due to light show that in
a cubic kilometre of ether, carrying light as intense-as sun-

light is at the surface of the earth, the mass moving is only
about one fifty-millionth of a milligramme. But this only
refers to the mass moved when the light passes through it ; 
the vast majority of the ether is left undisturbed by the

light. We may regard matter, Sir J. J. THOMSON said, as

possessing a bird-cage kind of structure in which the volume
of the ether disturbed by the wires when the structure is

moved is infinitesimal in comparison with the volume

enclosed by them. By two independent sets of calculations
the density of the ether would appear to be about 2000

million times that of lead ; but although, as Sir J. J.

THOMSON was careful to add, the idea that we are immersed
in a medium almost infinitely denser than lead might seem

inconceivable, it is not so if we remember that in all prob-
ability matter is composed mainly of holes I And here we

come to the place where recent scientific work is pointing to

developments of the profoundest importance. The relation

of the ether to the radio-activity of certain elements

is of such remarkable interest that the door has

necessarily been opened to some vast speculations.
MENDELEEFF thought that he had found in his

chemical conception of the ether an explanation of the

remarkable phenomenon of radio-activity, which has given
more impetus to both chemical and physical studies

than has any other discovery. He assumed that radio.

activity was merely the outcome of the power of an

element to concentrate within itself the ether. Sir

J. J. THOMSON in his profound address supports
the "degradation" " theory of RUTHERFORD and SODDY.

The radio-active elements, these investigators hold, are not

permanent, but are gradually breaking up into elements of
lower atomic weight. Uranium, for example, is slowly
breaking up, one of the products being radium, while radium
breaks up into a radio-active gas called radium emanation,
the emanation into another substance, and so on. The

radiations are thus " a kind of swan’s song emitted by the
atoms when they pass from one form to another," and so
’’ when a radium atom breaks up and an atom of emanation

appears, the rays which constitute the radio-activity are

produced." On this view, said Sir J. J. THOMSON, the

atoms of the radio-active elements are not immortal, they
perish after a life the average value of which ranges from
thousands of millions of years in the case of uranium to a

second or so in the case of the gaseous emanation from

actinium. As is well known, radio-active substances are con-

stantly giving out large quantities of heat, presumably at
the expense of their potential energy, and it follows, says
Sir J. J. THOMSON, that when these substances reach their
final non-radio-active state their potential energy must be
less than when they were radio-active. According to

RUTHERFORD’S measurements, the energy emitted by one

gramme of radium in the course of its degradation to non-
radio-active forms is equal to the kinetic energy of a mass
of 1-13th milligramme moving with the velocity of light.
This energy Sir J. J. THOMSON computes as corresponding
with a mass of 1-13th of a milligramme more of ether

attached to it than when it has "degraded" " into the non-
radio-active form. If, accordingly, this ether does not in-
crease the weight of the radium the ratio of mass to weight
for radium would be greater by about 1 part in 13,000 than
for its non-radio-active products. The interesting question
remains as to whether the radio-active substances will

ultimately furnish the first case in which there is shown to be
some differentiation in the action of gravity, a selective

action upon mass as against weight, or vice ve’l’s&acirc;. If such

anticipations are realised the chemical conception of the
ether will linger in our minds only as an interesting
suggestion in history.
The question may naturally be asked as to whether these

profound chemico-physical studies possess anything more
than a mere academic interest ; will the ether help us in the
treatment of human suffering ? The question has already
been answered, for are we not waiting now for an intelligible
interpretation of the nature of the beneficent action of

X rays and other radiations in the treatment of disease?

The only interpretation possible must surely be based on our
right comprehension of the ether, since without the ether

there can be no radiations. Medicine will recognise that
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valuable services have been rendered to her by physics and
chemistry, especially during the last few years, and therefore
it will welcome the progress of further researches, however
technical they may be and however difficult it becomes to

follow the significance of the results. We may employ
agents in disease of which we know nothing but which we
know do good, and we might just as well think of giving up
their use as of abandoning the practical application of

wireless telegraphy or of the telephone because we do not
know exactly what electricity is. Medical men will be

willing enough to cooperate with the physicist, to follow him
in his abstruse work, and to make the application of that
work as free from empiricism as they can. It would not seem

to matter which special branch of science we study, for we

agree with Sir J. J. THOMSON that the sum of knowledge is
a diverging and not a converging series. There are no signs
of finality in science, but the latest developments both in

chemistry and physics connote such powers of application
and demand such resources of reasoning that medical men,
having their more special studies to master, must be content
to take much upon trust.

Annotations.

A WELCOME TAX.

" Ne quid nimis."

THE French Government is about to impose a tax which
will not only be welcomed by the tax-payers themselves, but
will also be most agreeable to us in England, and, indeed, it
is likely to be hailed with satisfaction in every part of the
world. A tax which the tax-payer himself recognises to be
to his own advantage and profit is a find that may well

engender envy in the hearts of Ministers of Finance through-
out the world. Then it has all the better claim to our

attention that something similar may be attempted in all

countries. By various laws and enactments the French

Government has shown its jealous desire to maintain the un-
surpassed reputation of French wines. There was a moment
when all such hopes were wrecked by the phylloxera. Then

imitation wines were thrown on to the market, and these injured
the reputation for wholesomeness of natural wines. Now, how-
ever, pure wine is again produced in abundance and is cheaper
than the wooden barrels or the glass bottles in which it is
placed. There is consequently a great temptation to so mix 
and doctor these very cheap wines as to pass them off as I
expensive wines coming from some choice vineyards. A Bill

has therefore been introduced making it illegal to label a
bottle as, for instance, "Bordeaux," unless it really does
come from a clearly defined district on the banks of the
Garonne and within a certain distance of Bordeaux. Nor
shall champagne be champagne unless it comes from

the province of Champagne, and cognac must emanate

from Cognac, burgundy from Burgundy. The execution
of this decree could only be assured by functionaries
of the State watching on the spot the exportation of
these wines; yet, when once out of sight, there would
be nothing to prevent dealers tampering with these wines.
Discussing the matter a few days ago with wine-growers of
the Lot-et-Garonne and the Gironde, M. Cochery, the
Minister of Finance, had a happy idea; he suggested that the
State should put a State stamp on every bottle. The wine-

growers were overwhelmed with joy at this proposal, there-
fore M. Cochery quickly added that of course they would

not object to paying a penny for each stamp. The growers
cordially admitted that a measure which would prevent
fraudulent imitations of their products was well worth a
penny per bottle. As something like 140,000,000 bottles are
sold per annum this tax should bring in &pound;560,000, and no
one will be better pleased than those who pay the pennies.
In England and elsewhere we shall also be well pleased to
have a Government guarantee that what we order is really
provided. From the health point of view, obviously
the first necessity is to know exactly what we con-

sume, and there is no reason why a system of

stamps should not be applied to a great variety
of alimentary substances as testimony to their origin
and wholesomeness, and, at least in regard to articles
of luxury, as a means of raising revenue. Of course, the

ordinary French wines which cost about 1&frac12;d. the bottle
will not bear a penny stamp or seal. The ordinary wine
is the food of the poor. To encourage its consump-
tion all taxes have been removed; thus less spirit is

drunk and consequently intemperance is not so frequent. 
The wine-drinking populations are the most sober in Europe.
In France itself, as elsewhere, the wines from celebrated

vintages are expensive, and it would be well worth the

consumer’s while to pay a penny extra to have a guarantee
that he is not giving a high price for a mere imitation. The

tax in the form of a paper label or stamp on patent medi-
cines is the nearest approach in England to the new tax

proposed in France. But the English tax affords the con-
sumer no guarantee whatsoever. There are many articles

we eat and drink at our risk and peril. A stamp duty that
would ensure purity would be doubly useful-to the revenue
and to the consumer. 
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THE MEDICAL TREATMENT OF SCHOOL
CHILDREN.

WE have received from Dr. Robert A. Lyster, the county
medical officer of Hampshire, a long and important com-

munication on the subject of the medical treatment of school
children as affected by recent legislation. The social position
of the parents varies greatly, and the children whose case
presents the most difficulty are those whose parents cannot
afford to provide the requisite treatment and who are

not in such circumstances as to obtain relief under
the usual interpretation of the existing Poor-law. The

present tendency of local authorities is to attempt to deal
with these cases either by making some arrangement with
local hospitals or by providing school clinics. In

Hampshire, however, for local reasons much of the work has
been handed over to the Poor-law medical officers, who

naturally feel that these cases do not come under the heading
of ordinary illness such as is contemplated in a Poor-
law medical officer’s contract. Mr. Lockhart E. W

Stephens of Emsworth, Hampshire, accordingly wrote

on the subject to the board of guardians of the

Havant Union. The guardians laid the matter before the
Local Government Board and received a reply stating
(1) "that if the children do in fact need medical attend-

ance, though not for acute illness, and the parents cannot
obtain it, the relieving officer’s order for the attendance of
the district medical officer should not be refused ; " and
(2) 11 that if any children should be found to require opera-
tion or specialised attention they [the Local Govein-
ment Board] would be prepared to approve of payments
to the medical officer or other special arrangements." 
Dr. Lyster points out that the phrase "operation or

specialised attention " can hardly fail to include the treat-
ment of adenoids, diseased conditions of the tonsils

1 See THE LANCET on Temperance Legislation in France March 10th
(p. 709) and 24th (p. 865), and April 7th (p. 994), 1906.


